1      Dresden
"For the first time that I can remember I am going to sleep through New Year's Eve."
With these unexpected words Gerhart Hauptmann had declined the little celebration that a group of his friends had planned. We were a bit disappointed—and also somewhat disturbed. What had caused the sudden melancholy?
The last months of the year 1944 had passed with improbable tranquility at Wiesenstein in Agnetendorf, Hauptmann's home for the past four decades. While one German city after another sank in ruins, the Riesengebirge* had remained "Germany's air raid shelter."
Tens of thousands of refugees had streamed there from the large cities and industrial centers of western Germany, but the accommodations available in the many resort hotels and tourist homes had been sufficient to give them all shelter, and Hauptmann's "castle" had been unaffected by the influx.
At the age of eighty-two he had been able to continue to write in an atmosphere conducive to creativity and had remained the same vigorous, sociable man that he had been all his life. No sickness, no special hardships despite the fifth year of war; peace in his beloved mountains, peace in his stout old heart. And then suddenly the dark foreboding was there' . . .
He had been especially cheerful during Advent. Graceful and light-hearted verses had come to him in abundance: for example, one about the angels Harut and Marut, who go for a stroll on earth, get drunk in a tavern and make blasphemous speeches, until the gracious Anahid (Dawn) appears and begins to sing and dance so ravishingly that even God the Father keeps time on His throne and encourages His own dear Son, the Saviour, to join the dance.
*Mountain range between Silesia and Bohemia (Czechoslovakia).   (All footnotes are by the translator.)